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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
L The Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to the field of electronic messaging. More 
specifically, the present invention relates to reducing the amount of input required when 
generating electronic messages using a device with limited input capabilities. 



2. The Related Art 

[0002] The popularity of the Internet has profoundly improved the way people 
JD communicate by allowing users quick and easy access to information. By accessing the 

World Wide Web, electronic mail, and instant messages people now stay in touch with 
^ each other around the globe, and can access information on a virtually limitless variety of 

J" subjects. As the popularity of the Internet continues to grow, there is an increase in the 

m number of non-conventional devices used to communicate on the Internet. Devices such as 

Q mobile phones, pagers and televisions are often used to access information on the Internet. 

^ As a result, it may be the case that two users are engaged in a messaging session where one 

>J or both of the users are not using a conventional computer system. 

S - [0003] As well as receiving information on such devices, there is a need to efficiently 



PL) ^ 



gj is | § 5 in P ut information for transmission to others. Devices such as mobile phones, pagers and 



g 1 1 2 8 S televisions conventionally have input devices that lack the functionality of a computer 



o > o ^ >— t 

<< 35 



keyboard. As a result, there is often a need to select multiple keys on a touch-tone keypad 
or remote control to generate a single letter of readable text. 
^ [0004] One such method assigns multiple characters to a single key. A user selects a 

certain letter by pressing the same key multiple times. For instance, the "1" key on a 
touch-tone keypad may be assigned the letters "a," "b," and "c." To select the letter "a", 
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the user would need to press the "1" key once, for "b" twice and for "c" three times. Such 
methods may also included pressing another key to shift a device from numeric mode into 
alphabetic mode. 

[0005] Another method assigns numeric values to each letter in the alphabet. For 
instance, to enter the letter "c" a user might press the "0" key and then the "3" key on a 
television remote control These methods may also included pressing another key to shift 
a device from numeric mode into alphabetic mode. 

[0006] Conventional methods require a user to use multiple keystrokes to select a 
character where only one keystroke would be required on a conventional computer 
keyboard. Additionally, users of devices employing such methods must be familiar with 
the associations between the numeric keys and the letters they represent. Furthermore, 
different devices may assign different keys to represent different letters, which further 
confuses users. These all lead to reduced efficiency when entering data using a limited 
input device. 

[0007] Electronic messaging is one area where the reduced efficiency may be 
burdensome to a user. Some types of electronic messaging, such as instant messaging, 
operate in nearly real-time. A typical instant message will include multiple text characters. 
Entering multiple keystrokes to generate each text character may lead to delay in 
responding to a message. This in turn may cause recipients to wait longer when receiving 
an instant message as compared to a user inputting characters on a limited input device. In 
a nearly real-time communication environment, such delay may be unacceptable. 
[0008] Accordingly, what are desired are systems, methods, and computer program 
products that reduce the amount of input required to enter electronic messaging data on 
devices with limited input capabilities. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0009] The principles of the present invention provide for reducing the amount of input 
required by a user who is entering electronic messaging data with a limited input device. 
A network device, such as a television, is configured so that the user may engage in 
electronic messaging sessions, such as instant messaging. The television is associated with 
a network, such as a cable television network. Included on the network are other devices 
that are configured to engage in electronic messaging sessions. These other network 

g devices may be televisions as well, or may be computers, pagers, cell phones, or any 

CQ device capable of engaging in an electronic messaging session. 

N! [0010] In the case of instant messaging, a user may receive an instant message, which 

*F is displayed on the video display of their television. After the message is received one or 

more language expressions associated with the instant message are extracted. A language 
j!| expression may include any number of characters capable of being displayed on the 

R television. For example, a language expression may be a single character or it may be a 

complete sentence. 

> [0011] Such language expressions may be extracted from the text of the instant 

^ ^ message, from a data dictionary, or from closed caption data. The instant message and 

§q o 3 § § 3j associated language expressions may be displayed simultaneously with other content, such 

S 2 1 E as regular television programming. If a user is dissatisfied with the currently displayed 

<^<gSr! language expressions, the user may scramble the language expressions so that new 

g5 language expressions are displayed. 

^ [0012] A user may then send a command from a remote control or other limited input 

device to select one of the language expressions. When a language expression is selected 
the entire language expression is included in a reply instant message. Since language 
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expressions may include more than one character, a user may be able to enter text more 
quickly. For instance, if a language expression was a complete sentence, the user could 
enter the complete text of the sentence at once, reducing the amount of input required. 
Reducing the amount of input required in turn reduces the amount of time a user must 
spend to generate a reply instant message. This is especially advantageous when using a 
limited input device in which text entry is more time consuming. 

[0013] In addition to displaying language expressions, icons associated with other 
^ instant messaging users may be displayed. These icons represent the associated user's 

m current status. For instance, the status may indicate whether the user is online and ready to 

SJ receive instant messages, offline, or online but unavailable to receive instant messages. 

-5 Such icons may change when the status of the associated user changes. When a user 

s changes status, other users receive a command, which changes the display of that user's 

'f t ! icon. Status changes may be included as part of an instant message. 

S [0014] Status changes included as part of an instant message may be caused by a 

sequence of characters that do not typically occur in written language. When a given 

>J sequence of characters is received, instead of displaying the characters on a display, the 
►J 

^ ^ characters are interpreted as changing the sending user's status. For example, when a user 

t $ | ^ 2j enters text often used to draw a happy face (sometimes referred to as "emoticons"), this 

S i 1 2 § £ character sequence is received and the sending users icon, which is displayed to the other 

g I < I S h users, changes to represent that emoticon. 



[0015] If a message is not received because a user is offline or unavailable, the 



^ complete message may have to be re-entered at a later time. The present invention reduces 

the likelihood of this occurrence since users know when other users are available to engage 
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in an instant messaging session. Preventing a user from having to re-enter a completed 
instant message reduces the amount of input required by the user. 

[0016] Additional features and advantages of the invention will be set forth in the 
description, which follows, and in part will be obvious from the description, or may be 
learned by the practice of the invention. The features and advantages of the invention may 
be realized and obtained by means of the instruments and combinations particularly 
pointed out in the appended claims. These and other features of the present invention will 
become more fully apparent from the following description and appended claims, or may 
be learned by the practice of the invention as set forth hereinafter. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0017] In order that the manner in which the above-recited and other advantages and 
features of the invention are obtained, a more particular description of the invention briefly 
described above will be rendered by reference to specific embodiments thereof, which are 
illustrated, in the appended drawings. Understanding that these drawings depict only 
typical embodiments of the invention and are not therefore to be considered to be limiting 
of its scope, the invention will be described and explained with additional specificity and 
detail through the use of the accompanying drawings in which: 

[0018] Figure 1 illustrates an exemplary system that provides a suitable operating 
environment for the present invention; 

[0019] Figure 2 illustrates some of the functional components present in a system 
where the input required to enter an instant message is reduced; 

[0020] Figure 3 is a flow diagram illustrating a method whereby the input required to 
enter an instant message is reduced; 

[0021] Figure 4 illustrates an example of a user interface where the input required to 
enter an instant message is reduced; 

[0022] Figure 5 is a flow diagram illustrating a method whereby a first user is made 
aware of a change in a second user's capability to engage in an instant messaging session; 
and 

[0023] Figure 6 illustrates several emoticons and how such emoticons change by 
receiving certain characters. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
[0024] The present invention extends to both methods and systems for more efficiently 
entering text characters using limited input devices. Language expressions are associated 
with an instant message when the message is received. The language expressions are 
displayed so that a user may select a language expression and have the language expression 
included in a return instant message. 

[0025] In operation, when a network device receives an instant message, the network 
device automatically extracts one or more language expressions associated with the instant 
message. The associated language expressions may be extracted directly from the received 
instant message, from a data dictionary or from closed caption data. The network device 
displays the language expressions simultaneously with the received instant message. The 
network device then receives a user selection of one or more of the language expressions, 
which may come from a remote control or other limited input device. The selected 
language expressions are then included in a reply instant message to the received instant 
message. 

[0026] The embodiments of the present invention may comprise a special purpose or 
general-purpose processing device or computer including various computer hardware 
components, as discussed in greater detail below. The embodiments may further comprise 
multiple computers linked in a networked environment. Set top boxes that enhance the 
capabilities of conventional televisions represent an example of a special purpose 
computer. 

[0027] Embodiments within the scope of the present invention also include computer- 
readable media for carrying or having computer-executable instructions or data structures 
stored thereon. Such computer-readable media can be any available media that can be 
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accessed by a general purpose or special purpose computer. By way of example, and not 
limitation, such computer-readable media can comprise physical storage media such as 
RAM, ROM, EEPROM, CD-ROM or other optical disk storage, magnetic disk storage or 
other magnetic storage devices, or any other medium that can be used to carry or store 
desired program code means in the form of computer-executable instructions or data 
structures and that can be accessed by a general purpose or special purpose computer. 
[0028] When information is transferred or provided ove^ a network or another 
communications connection (either hardwired, wireless, or a combination of hardwired or 
wireless) to a computer, the computer properly views the connection as a computer- 
readable medium. Thus, such a connection is also properly termed a computer-readable 
medium. Combinations of the above should also be included within the scope of 
computer-readable media. Computer-executable instructions comprise, for example, 
instructions and data which cause a general purpose computer, special purpose computer, 
or special purpose processing device to perform a certain function or group of functions. 
[0029] The invention will be described in the general context of computer-executable 
instructions, such as program modules, being executed by set-top boxes or other 
computers. Generally, program modules include routines, programs, objects, components, 
data structures, etc. that perform particular tasks or implement particular abstract data 
types. The sequence of instructions implemented in a particular data structure or program 
module represents examples of corresponding acts for implementing the functions or steps 
described herein. 

[0030] Figure 1 and the corresponding discussion are intended to provide a general 
description of a suitable environment in which the invention may be implemented. In the 
discussion, reference is made to a home entertainment system that may be used for 
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displaying and/or recording programming. For purposes of this description and in the 
claims, a "home entertainment system" may be a display unit, such as a television screen, 
coupled to a processing device for performing the data processing steps disclosed herein, 
or may include any number of interconnected consumer electronic devices, one of which 
having a processing device for performing the data processing disclosed herein. 
[0031] Examples of such consumer electronic devices include a video cassette recorder 
("VCR"), a video game system, a stereo system, a television or monitor with data 
processing capabilities, a cable television box, a digital satellite system receiver ("DSS"), a 
digital video broadcasting system ("DVB"), a digital versatile disc system ("DVD"), a 
compact disk read-only memory system ("CD-ROM"), a set-top box that serves as an 
Internet terminal, and any other device capable of processing data as described herein. 
Furthermore, the term "home entertainment system" is to be understood as a term that 
broadly describes a television-viewing environment, whether it is located in a viewer's 
home, at a place of business, in the public, or at any other location. Also for purposes of 
this description and in the claims, the term "programming" includes both the viewable and 
non-viewable portions of moving image data and its associated sound data. 
[0032] In one embodiment, the present invention is implemented in a system that uses 
a conventional television screen or other display unit to display information and includes a 
WebTV® set-top box or a similar Internet terminal that has been adapted to perform the 
operations that include composing, sending and receiving email, browsing the World Wide 
Web ("Web"), accessing other segments of the Internet, and otherwise displaying 
information. An Internet terminal may use standard telephone lines, Integrated Services 
Digital Network (ISDN) lines, cable lines associated with cable television service, or the 
like to connect to the Internet or other wide area networks. 
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[0033] Figure 1 illustrates a home entertainment system 110 that includes a 
management system 1 12, a display device 114 and an audio system 116, Management 
system 1 12 may be a set-top box or Internet terminal that has been adapted to perform the 
operations disclosed herein. Management system 1 12 may be integrally positioned with or 
separate from display device 114, which may be a high definition television display, a 
standard television display, a flat panel display, a projection device, a high definition 
television display, a computer monitor, or any other device capable of displaying viewable 
video image data. Audio system 116 may be a speaker, a stereo system, or any device 
capable of emitting sound data, and similarly may be integrally positioned with or separate 
from display device 1 14. 

[0034] Management system 112 includes a signal input 118, which receives 
programming from a signal source 120. The programming is transmitted from signal 
source 120 to signal input 1 18 via a programming input line 122, which can be a cable or 
optic connection, a terrestrial antenna system, a satellite system, or any device or system 
capable of transmitting programming to management system 112. 

[0035] The signal source 120 may be either a single channel signal source or a multiple 
channel signal source. A single channel signal source provides programming from a 
recorded medium, such as a videocassette, compact disc, etc. Examples of a single channel 
signal source include a VCR, a DVD, and the like. Alternatively, a multiple channel signal 
source includes any system or device that is capable of sending a signal that may be 
received by a satellite receiver, a cable or optic connection, a terrestrial antenna, or the 
like. Examples of a multiple channel signal source include DSS/DVB, a cable box, locally 
broadcast programming (i.e. programming broadcast using UHF or VHF), and the like. 
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[0036] While Figure 1 illustrates home entertainment system 110 as having a single 
programming input line 122 and a single signal source 120, there .nay also be a plurality of 
programming input lines that transmit programming from a plurality of signal sources. In 
such embodiments, the home entertainment system may receive the programming from 
one signal source or from a plurality of signal sources at a time. 

[0037] Management system 112 also includes a user input interface 124, which 
receives input from an input device 126, such as a remote control, external special purpose 
or general-purpose processing device or computer, keyboard, microphone, mouse, or any 
other device capable of generating electronic instructions for management system 112. 
Input device 126 is communicatively coupled to management system 112 over an input 
link 128 so as to enable such control Input device 126 generates electronic instructions 
over input link 128 in response to preprogrammed data or in response to a viewer pressing 
buttons on input device 126. Input device 126 may also control Web browser software 
within management system 112 as when management system 112 is a set-top box or an 
Internet terminal that has been adapted to perform the operations disclosed herein. For 
instance, input device 126 may be programmed to turn on home entertainment system 1 10 
and to tune management system 1 12 to a channel. 

[0038] Figure 1 illustrates a signal recorder 130, which is capable of receiving video 
and/or audio data and recording the data on a storage medium. Video signals are 
transmitted to display device 114 and/or signal recorder 130 by video image links 132a and 
132b respectively, examples of which include a radio-frequency ("RF") link, an S-video 
link, a composite link, or any other equivalent form of video image link. Similarly, audio 
links 134a and 134b transmit audio data from management system 112 to audio system 
116 and/or to signal recorder 130. 

- Page 12 - Docket No. 14531.106 



[0039] The operation of management system 1 12 is controlled by a central processing 
unit ("CPU"), illustrated as processing unit 136, which is coupled to an application- 
specific integrated circuit ("ASIC") 138 via system bus 140 and uses computer-executable 
instructions implemented in software and/or hardwired logic circuitry. Processing unit 136 
and ASIC 138 are also coupled via a system bus 140 to various other system components, 
including system memory 142, mass storage interface 144, user interface 124 and signal 
input 118. Processing unit 136 may execute software designed to implement features of 
n management system 112 including features of the present invention. 

m [0040] ASIC 138 includes circuitry that is used to implement certain functions of 

M management system 1 12. Instructions, data, and other program modules necessary for the 

=P operation of processing unit 136 and necessary for the operation of the ASIC 138 may be 

;! stored in mass storage device 150 and/or system memory 142, which includes read-only 

fjj memory ("ROM") 146 and random-access memory ("RAM") 148. System memory 142 is 

n coupled to system bus 140 and mass storage device 150 is coupled to mass storage 

interface 144, which is in turn also coupled to system bus 140. Thus, ROM 146, RAM 148 

> and mass storage device 150 are communicatively coupled to ASIC 138 so as to be 

gj _ readable by ASIC 138 and so that data may be written from ASIC 138 to RAM 148 and to 

g § < 1 1 gs mass storage device 150. Mass storage device 150 may be a magnetic hard disk 152, but 
g 1 1 1| B 

w^||o£ may also be any of the other computer-readable media referenced above. 

~§<11^ [0041] Any desired computer-readable instructions or data, including application 

H programs 154, other program modules 156, and an electronic programming guide ("EPG") 

p 158, which specifies the broadcast times and channels of programs can be stored in mass 
storage device 150. 
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[0042] Mass storage device 150 may also be used to record video data 153 5 in which 
case, management system 112 performs the functions of a digital video recorder. Digital 
video data may be received by home entertainment system 1 10 from a variety of sources 
including signal source 120, remote computer 160, video game 168, input device 126 and 
the Internet. 

[0043] EPG data may be obtained in a variety of manners. For instance, the EPG data 
can be supplied to management system 1 12 by a remote computer 160, such as a server, or 
from devices on the Internet and stored on mass storage device 150. The EPG data may be 
supplied on a regular basis to continually maintain a current schedule of programming at 
the management system 112. Alternatively, the EPG may be delivered to home 
entertainment system 110 by using a direct-dial communication over standard telephone 
lines, or by using data transmission over the cable television infrastructure, a satellite 
network, an over-the-air broadcasting or any other available medium, including those 
previously mentioned. 

[0044] In the embodiment where management system 112 is associated with the 
Internet, management system 112 may communicate with remote computer 160 via wide 
area network ("WAN") 162 using a variety of techniques, including interposing serial port 
interface 164 between the system bus 140 and modem 166, using a wireless link, or other 
means for establishing communications over a WAN that may be internal or external to 
management system 112. Management device 112 is also capable of transmitting 
information via the Internet by direct-dial communication over standard telephone lines, or 
by using any other available communication medium. 

[0045] While serial port interface 164 may be utilized to connect modem 166 for 
communicating across a WAN, serial port interface may also be utilized to connect other 
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consumer electronic devices, such as video game 168, and/or various input devices, such 
as a keyboard (not shown) or joystick (not shown), to management device 1 12. 
[0046] Referring now to signal input 1 18, if the signal on programming input line 122 
includes multiple channels, a tuner 170 included in signal input 118 tunes to a selected 
channel in the signal. Multiple tuners 170 can be used to provide enhanced viewing 
features, such as picture-in-picture, recording one channel while viewing another, and 
recording a plurality of channels simultaneously. A signal decoder 172 may convert video 
data from an analog format to a digital format, from a digital format to an analog format, or 
convent between varying digital formats, in the event that ASIC 138 and tuner 170 employ 
different formats. Signal decoder 172 may also decode video data from a compressed 
video format (e.g. MPEG). In embodiments where the management system 112 includes 
multiple tuners 170, management system 112 may also include multiple signal decoders 
172 to perform the operations disclosed herein. 

[0047] Management system 112 may also include video output 174, which may 
include a video encoder and/or a video converter. The video encoder assigns a code to 
frames of video data that are transmitted across video image links 132a and 132b and 
switches between analog and digital formats as necessary. Similarly, audio output 176 can 
include an audio converter to provide the necessary switching between analog and digital 
formats across audio links 134a and 134b. 

[0048] In this description and in the following claims, the term limited input device, 
refers to any input device that may require more key selections than a standard computer 
keyboard to enter a character of text. Examples of such devices are remote controls and 
telephone touch pads. 
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[0049] In this description and in the following claims, the term language expression 
refers to one or more text characters that when viewed have meaning to the viewer. There 
is no limit on the number of text characters that may be included in a language expression. 
For example, a language expression may be a word, a complete sentence or a complete 
paragraph of text. 

[0050] In the following description, the practice of the present invention is discussed in 
reference to instant messages. However, it should be understand that the present invention 
may be practiced with any type of electronic messaging, such as electronic mail and the 
like. 

[0051] While Figure 1 and the corresponding discussion above provide a general 
description of a suitable environment in which the invention may be implemented, it will 
be appreciated that the features of the present invention disclosed herein may be practiced 
in association with a variety of different system configurations. This is true of the 
functional components included in Figure 2 as well. The functional components included 
in Figure 2 illustrate only one example of the practice of the invention. It should be 
understood that the invention, as embodied in Figure 2, might also be practiced in a 
configuration that additionally includes one or more of the components as illustrated in 
Figure 1. 

[0052] Figure 2 illustrates a network system 200 suitable for implementing the 
principles of the present invention. The network system 200 includes television 201, set 
top box 202, cable television network 203, network 205, and remote control 207. Cable 
television network 203 and network 205 may be associated with one or more devices such 
as cable devices 204 and one or more network devices 206. Television 201 includes 
display device 208 and audio system 204. Set top box 202 may be, for example, 
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management system 1 12 as described in Figure L The components of network system 200 
mentioned above work together to implement the principles of the present invention. 
[0053] Figure 3 illustrates a method 300 that allows the user of television 201 to 
reduce the amount of input required when engaging in an instant messaging session. The 
method of Figure 3 will be described in the context of the network system illustrated in 
Figure 2. Thus, elements of both Figures 2 and 3 will be referred to frequently in 
describing the operation of the present invention. The functionality of each of the 
components of Figure 2 will become clear from the following description relating to both 
Figure 2 and Figure 3. 

[0054] In operation, set top box 202 receives an instant message (act 301). The instant 
message may have originated from one of cable devices 204 or network devices 206. 
Network 205 may be any type of network, including the Internet, which provides a 
medium for network devices 206 to engage in instant messaging sessions. Network 
devices 206 may include computers, cell phones, pagers, or any other device that may be 
communicatively coupled to network 205 so as to engage in an instant messaging session. 
Cable television network 203 is a television network that may provide television 
programming, broadband services or a combination of both television programming and 
broadband services to associated devices. For instance, device 204a may be a standard 
cable television, which receives television programming. On the other hand, network 
device 204b may be a computer that includes a cable modem. It may also be the case that 
devices included in cable devices 204 are communicatively coupled to cable television 
network 203 and network 205 simultaneously. Network device 204c is an example of such 
a device. 
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[0055] Set top box 202 is also associated with both cable television network 203 over 
communication coupling 223. The set top box 202 is also associated with network 205 
over communication coupling 222. Set top box 202 may communicate with network 205 
using any of the techniques described in relation to wide area network 162 from Figure 1, 
including communication via the Internet over standard telephone lines. Likewise, set top 
box 202 may communicate with cable television system 203, using any of the techniques 
described in relation to input line 122 from Figure 1. The invention may be practiced 
when an instant message is received from any of the above mentioned devices and may be 
practiced when an instant message is received using any of the above mentioned 
communications techniques. 

[0056] After receiving an instant message (act 301), set top box 202 automatically 
extracts one or more language expressions associated with the instant message (act 302). 
Language expressions may be extracted using a program module, such as extraction 
module 209. Extraction module 209 may be included in application programs 154 or other 
program modules 156, as illustrated in Figure 1. Extraction module 209 may be stored in 
>- different memory locations including system memory 142 or mass storage device 150, as 



w _ illustrated in Figure 1. Extraction module 209 is just one example of how to extract 

gj | § 1 1 5 language expressions. Any other software or hardware module that searches text to find a 

O 1 1 g 1 1 

w =2 1 w s £ particular series of characters will work as well. 

Z J 1 1 ^ [0057] The language expressions may be extracted from a variety of different sources. 

2f & § s S 

| Extraction module 209 may simply extract words directly from the received instant 

| message. Extraction module 209 may also extract language expressions from a data 

dictionary, which includes language expressions from previously received instant 
messages, language expressions input by a user, downloaded language expressions, or 
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language expressions received in some other manner by set top box 202. Additionally, 
since set top box 202 receives television programming via communications coupling 223 5 
extraction module 209 may extract language expressions from closed caption data. 
[0058] Extraction module 209 may use a variety of different techniques to select which 
language expression will be extracted. Extraction module 209 may randomly select 
language expressions from any of the above sources. However, extraction module 209 
may access previously stored word associations from one of the storage locations 
associated with set top box 202, 
£ [0059] It may also be that one or more of the selection techniques are integrated in 

~f\ order to access language expressions stored in multiple memory locations. In one 

5 alternative embodiment, a data dictionary includes one or more word associations. When 

T an instant message is received, extraction module 209 may scan the data dictionary for 

yl each language expression received in the instant message. Extraction module 209 may 

O then select language expressions received in the instant message and/or language 

^ expressions in the data dictionary for extraction. Alternately, extraction module 209 may 

>- access previous word associations when scanning for language expressions in closed 

w _ caption data, 

gj 1 3 1 1 i [° 06 °] In another alternative embodiment, set top box 202 may temporarily buffer the 

w ^ 1 w 8 £ closed caption data in associated memory locations. When an instant message is received, 

* extraction module 209 scans the buffered closed caption data for language expressions 

j| m associated with the received instant message. Since set top box 202 may process instant 

^ messages and television programming simultaneously, this embodiment is especially 

useful for engaging in an instant messaging session discussing television programming. 
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[0061] After extracting language expressions (act 302), one or more language 
expressions associated with the received instant message are displayed (act 303). This may 
involve set top box 202 transmitting the language expressions to television 201 over 
communications coupling 221. Television 201 receives the language expressions for 
display on display device 208. Communications coupling 221 may simply carry video data 
similar to video image link 132a from Figure 1. However, communications coupling 221 
may be an integrated link including the functionality of audio link 134a and carrying video 
data and audio data simultaneously, 

[0062] Once the language expressions are displayed (act 303), set top box 202 receives 
a user selection of one of more of the language expressions (act 304). The selection may 
be received from a limited input device, such as remote control 207. If a user is not 
satisfied with the displayed language expressions, a command may be given to display a 
new set of language expressions. In one embodiment, selecting and extracting a new set of 
language expressions by repeating act 303 may do this. 

[0063] In another embodiment, multiple sets of language expressions may be selected 
and extracted in act 303. However, only one set of language expressions is displayed, the 
rest being buffered in one of the memory locations included in set top box 202. When a 
command is received to display a new set of language expressions, one of the buffered sets 
of languages expressions is retrieved and displayed. 

[0064] After one or more of the language expressions are selected (act 304), the 
language expressions are included in a reply instant message to the received instant 
message (act 305). 

[0065] Since language expressions may include more then one character and multiple 
language expressions may be selected at once, the input required to include such language 
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expressions is reduced. This is particularly advantageous on devices with limited input 
capabilities, such as a television remote control, which may require multiple key selections 
to enter one character of text. Also, since displayed language expressions are extracted 
based on the contents of a received instant message there is an increased chance they will 
be used in a reply message. However, if a user wishes to replace the current language 
expressions with new language expressions, they may do so. 

[0066] Instant messaging users may also manually enter a word or phrase using an on- 
screen keyboard or other manual-entry interface requiring users to enter words letter-by- 
letter. Once such words or phrases are entered, they too are added to the buffer, where 
they can later appear as the user selects words. 

[0067] Figure 4 illustrates one example of an instant messaging user interface as 
illustrated on a display 400. Included in display 400 are extracted language expressions 
402, which are displayed in response to receiving instant message 405. A user may select 
language expressions included in extracted language expressions 402 by manipulating keys 
on a remote control or other limited input device. One example of this type of 
manipulation is pressing arrow keys on a remote control to move between language 
expressions and then pressing a select key to select a particular language expression. When 
one or more of the language expressions is selected, another command may be received 
and the language expressions are entered in text entry area 404. 

[0068] Also included in display 400 are instant messaging users 403, which include all 
the instant messaging users that may be contacted by the user of display 400. In this case, 
instant messaging users 403 includes Personl, Person 2, and Person3. An individual user 
may be selected in a manner similar to selecting a language expression. 
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[0069] Associated with instant messaging users 403 is icon 401. In display 400, icon 
401 is used to represent the current state of Personl. Personl may change the appearance 
of icon 40 1, and thus their current state, by sending a command to the network device 
associated with display 400. For instance, Personl may change the appearance of icon 401 
when going offline or when Personl is not able to receive instant messages. Commands 
for changing the appearance of icons, such as icon 401 may be included in instant 
messages. 

[0070] Figure 5 illustrates a method for changing the appear^e of an icon associated 
with an instant messaging user. The method begins by displaying an initial status icon to 
a first user of a first network device, which represents a second user's capability to engage 
in an instant messaging session (act 501). In Figure 4, icon 401 represents Personl 's 
capability to engage in an instant messaging session. The appearance of icon 401 is not 
important, as long as the user of display 400 is aware of the meaning of the displayed icon. 
[0071] A character sequence is associated with a changed status icon (act 502). A 
character sequence may include one or more hidden characters, may include characters 
from a previously entered text string, and may be a character sequence not normally 
occurring in written language, which when viewed would have little if any meaning to the 
viewer. For instance, the sequence "!!)" may represent a user is offline. If "!!)" were 
viewed, a viewer would get little meaningful information from the character sequence. 
Similarly, recognized character sequences that are sometimes referred to as "emoticons" 
may also change the status icon to represent the user's state. 

[0072] Figures 6A and 6B show examples of how an initial status icon may change 
after receiving a character sequence associated with a changed status icon. In Figure 6A, a 
user associated with initial status icon 601 is represented as frowning. A network device 
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associated the user may receive character sequence 602 ":)", resulting in changed status 
icon 603 which represents that the user associated with changed status icon is smiling. In 
Figure 6A, a network device associated with a user receives character sequence 603 ">:". 
Character sequence 605 changes initial status icon 604 to changed status icon 606 
representing that the user associated with changed status icon 606 is mad. 
[0073] When network device receives such a character sequence (act 503), a changed 
status icon is displayed to the first user to represent a change in the second users capability 
r3 to engage in an instant messing session (act 504). The character sequence may be sent as 

5 an individual command or included in an instant message. When the character sequence is 

N included in an instant message, the network device associated with display 400 processes 

the character sequence to change the icon. In one embodiment, the network device 
U associated with display 400 may strip the character sequence from the instant message 

J! | before displaying the contents of the instant message. 

S [0074] Displaying an icon to represent a user's state may prevent instant messages 

from being sent to a user who is not capable of engaging in an instant messaging session. 

> An instant message that is sent to a user who is not capable of engaging in an instant 

g ^ messaging session may need to be completely reentered at a later time. On a device with 

g 1 2 Sg limited input capabilities, this may require extensive data input. By displaying a status 
g 1 5 1 1 B 

w ^ 1 1 8 £ icon, the chance of needing to completely reenter an instant message is reduced. 

-S^g" [0075] The present invention may be embodied in other specific forms without 

^ " departing from its spirit or essential characteristics. The described embodiments are to be 

^ considered in all respects only as illustrative and not restrictive. The scope of the 
invention is, therefore, indicated by the appended claims rather than by the foregoing 
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description. All changes, which come within the meaning and range of equivalency of the 
claims, are to be embraced within their scope. 

[0076] What is claimed and desired secured by United States Letters Patent is: 
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